
VERY TEENAGER MAKES MISTAKES AS HE OR SHE
NAVIGATES THAT ROCKY TRANSITION FROM BEING A
dependent child to becoming an independent and capable adult.
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CHATTANOOGA’S VICTIM OFFENDER RECONCILIATION PROGRAM 
OFFERS TEENAGE FIRST-TIME OFFENDERS A FRESH START

WSTORY by Melissa Turner
PHOTOGRAPHY by Max McKenzie

“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied
in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”—Martin Luther King, Jr.

Making mistakes is a healthy element of the learning process.
But sometimes these adolescent mistakes amount to more than
just bad choices—sometimes they lead to brushes with the law.
Vandalizing a neighbor’s house, stealing CDs from a local
retailer—these kinds of first-time, non-violent offenses can
either set a young person on a path of continued troubles or
they can set off an early warning signal that change is needed.

In a nation known for its already bulging criminal justice
system, community-based nonprofits across the United States
have seen a need for change in the way offenders are dealt with,
especially young first-time offenders. Outside the daunting
walls of local juvenile courts across the country, youth-oriented
programs like Chattanooga’s Victim Offender Reconciliation
Program are arranging out-of-court mediations between
teenage offenders and their victims. Rather than allowing the
young people to fall through the cracks once their fines are paid
or their community service requirements are fulfilled, these
face-to-face meetings help humanize their offenses and make
the consequences of their decisions real.

A NEW KIND OF JUSTICE
The principles of restorative justice, and making wrongs

right, hail from as far back as early Hebrew culture and
Hammurabi’s Babylonian Code, according to an article written
by Reginald A. Wilkinson in the December 1997 issue of
Corrections Today. The modern concept of victim and offender
reconciliation stems from an incident that took place in
Kitchener, Ontario, Canada thirty years ago, when two teenage
boys went out after a night of drinking and proceeded to
vandalize over 20 vehicles—slashing tires and demolishing
windshields, grills, mirrors and lights.

The teenagers had never committed offenses before and
their probation officer decided they needed to face a different
sort of disciplinary action for the destruction they caused. He
suggested the boys personally visit each of the vehicle owners,
apologize to them and pay back the damages. Although it was
a new concept for dealing with teenage offenders, the judge
agreed and the probation officer accompanied the teenagers as
they made their visits. The boys worked out restitution agree-
ments with each of the victims and over the course of several
months they paid back $2,000, the full amount of the damages.

“The community experienced a kind of meaningful account-
ability that punishment could not provide, and the first North
American VORP was born,” according to Marty Price, attorney
and co-chair of the Victim-Offender Mediation Association
Board of Directors, who recalls the event in the Fall-Winter 1996
VOMA Quarterly. “Shortly thereafter, the new Kitchener pro-
gram was replicated in Elkhart, Indiana, establishing the first
Victim Offender Reconciliation Program in the United States.”

THE REALITY OF THE MATTER
Refereed by trained community volunteers, VORP media-

tions help offenders put faces to their crimes by meeting with
victims, hearing about the hurt they caused them and
apologizing for their offenses. During these mediations
victims have the opportunity to ask the offenders questions
they may have about the incident and then work out an
agreement with the offenders for making things right again.

“It personalizes it for both sides,” says Hamilton County
Juvenile Court Judge Suzanne Bailey, quoted in a January 2006
Chattanooga Times Free Press article. “It allows the child to see
that the victim was truly affected by their action and may not be
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able to repair a fence that they may have
vandalized, and it allows the victim to
see that the offender is not some
monster, that they are a child, a child
who made a mistake.”

A volunteer mediator with
Chattanooga’s VORP, Christy Broom
says that one of the things she has
learned from facilitating VORP media-
tions is that she cannot stereotype the
offenders—they come from all walks of
life, from wealthy prep school kids to
inner city kids from single parent
families. “I feel blessed these kids have
this program, especially those who get
caught for the first time,” says Broom, a
young mother who has a deep love for
children. “It has a real effect on these
people’s lives.”

Hap Harwell, president of
Chattanooga’s VORP board of directors
and a committed volunteer mediator,
says he has seen a change take place in
teenagers he has worked with in the past.
“It makes so much sense as a facilitator,”
Harwell says. “If I’m a teenager and I
commit a crime—it’s against the state.
But when I’m sitting at a table looking at
you and you ask, ‘Why did you do this to
me?’ something happens. You look at
these kids and you see a change take
place before you.”

FRESH BEGINNINGS
For thirty years now, VORP programs

have been transforming the lives of teenage

first-time offenders and their victims,
giving them the opportunity of meeting
together to sort out what happened and
what can be done to make things right
again. Since it started in October
2002, Chattanooga’s Victim Offender
Reconciliation Program has mediated over
390 cases and 97 percent of the young

people have not repeated crimes. This is
strong evidence for a restorative justice
approach that looks outside the box of the
more traditional disciplinary actions such
as fines and community service.

What makes the Victim Offender
Reconciliation Program different from
other disciplinary measures is that it is
completely voluntary for both sides.
“VORP is voluntary and that’s why it

works—because the people are there
because they want to be there,” says
Berti LeWinter, executive director
of Chattanooga’s Victim Offender
Reconciliation Program. Although partici-
pation in VORP is voluntary, teenage
offenders are required to plead “guilty” for
the case to go through VORP mediation.

Broom believes the mediation experi-
ence is a helpful measure in preventing
repeated crimes. “If a kid’s mom or
grandma pays a fine, there is no face to
their crime, so why wouldn’t they do it
again?” says Broom, who has an
academic background in criminal justice.
“VORP puts a face to what you did and
you realize that it has real effects on
others’ lives and that it hurt somebody.”

continued from page 33
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Pete Metcaffe volunteers as a mediator for VORP.

This candid letter reflects the bad
decisions good kids make and the
powerful influence restorative justice
has on setting the lives of these teens
back on the right path again. By
training capable volunteer mediators to
bring together victims and offenders to
foster communication and understand-
ing, Chattanooga’s Victim Offender
Reconciliation Program (VORP) is
developing community involvement
in crime prevention and restitution.

“I am writing this letter because I
want you to know me—the real me—
I know that I stole from you, but please
don’t label me a thief. I am a good son
and love my parents. I am respectful
and work hard. I help out at home and
baby-sit my three younger sisters and
my brother when I get home from
school and my parents are at work.
I am a senior in high school, but I also
take college classes. I am smart and
learning is easy for me. I have dreams
for my future.

I don’t know why I stole from you.
I was with a friend. Neither of us had
ever stolen anything before but we had
heard from other kids how easy it was.
I got caught the first time, I just knew I
would but I did it anyway. I felt terrible.
I felt bad that I disappointed my family.
I realize how lucky I am that I got
caught, before I turn 18! I will never do
anything like this again. I promise! Thank
you for meeting with me and not judg-
ing me by this stupid mistake I made.”

SHAPING THE COMMUNITY
Implementing the principles of restora-

tive justice, Chattanooga’s VORP is step-
ping up with creative approaches for hand-
ing down justice by facilitating mediations
between first-time teenage offenders and
their victims. But the impact of VORP’s
approach reaches beyond the mediation
alone, the community element of the
program is less tangible, but certainly as
important. By humanizing crime, fostering
reconciliation and building community
ties, Chattanooga’s VORP is impacting the
larger community—not just because the
state doesn’t have to pay court costs for
mediated cases, but also because VORP’s
wholistic approach shapes the community
for the future. “This is everybody’s
problem. It’s a community problem,” says
LeWinter. “The children are our future.”

“VORP is voluntary and that’s 
why it works—because the 
people are there because 

they want to be there.” 
—Berti LeWinter

Program Director, Berti LeWinter A LETTER FROM A
teen PARTICIPANT


